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      Blurb

      

      In the Zenith Kingdom, kings aren't born - they're remembered.

      Their memories are held in the dreams of their brides-to-be. Find one, and she can bestow upon a man the powers of a ruler past.

      There was a time when the Zenith Royal family searched the galaxy for brides - now they're trapped in the palace. They think they have every bride under control; they don't.

       One has eluded them, and within her dreams rests the most powerful king there ever was.

      ...

      A Time of Kings follows a royal guard and a prophesied bride fighting to remember real power. If you love your space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab A Time of Kings Episode One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Prologue

    Royal Guard Sampson Golding flit through the cramped caverns beneath Zenith Palace.

    His palset gun was holstered at his side. With a sleek silver and black body and a glowing green chamber lodged in the base, it left trails of light through the pitch-black room.

    His fingers hovered over it, ready to draw it at any second.

    The strident, heavy pound of his footfall rang out, his armored boots slamming against the ancient carved stone beneath him.

    It was matched by the much softer patter of the dream shaman’s footsteps. Sampson might have hulking great, half-inch thick smart armor to protect his feet from the roughly hewn stone; Clarice had nothing.

    When he’d taken her from her room in the uppermost tower, she hadn’t had the time to find shoes.

    Now she ran, the base of her heels bleeding, leaving tracks of blue-red luminescent blood marking the dust-covered ground.

    It would be evidence she had fled, but by the time the other Royal Guards found it, it would be too late. Sampson would have bundled her onto a waiting transport and jumped out of this sector.

    Clarice never fell behind, despite the fact she had no armor to aid her movements. Her breath was shallow but controlled. She’d trained for this. For two years, she’d prepared every night for the possibility Sampson would knock and mutter that he’d finally secured a transport off-world.

    Sampson shifted in close, using the heat-detectors of his visor to monitor Clarice. Her muscles vibrated with heat as she pushed herself to the point of exhaustion. Her ceremonial purple and gold robes were covered with sweat. The only thing that was cold was the necklace that swayed around her throat with every frantic step.

    The necklace was an orb made of xanta ore – the rarest substance in the known universe. It could only be controlled by dream shamans. In Clarice’s hands, and hers only, she could open the orb.

    What was inside was a secret he wasn’t important enough to know.

    The ore itself was a means of detecting those who could walk the land of dreams. A hundred years ago, all young women throughout the Milky Way had been tested for their ability to interact with xanta. That time was no longer. For now, the Zenith Royal family controlled all dream shamans; they were bred, not found.

    The Zeniths hadn’t lost a Shaman for a century.

    Until today.

    Clarice didn’t stop moving, even when her foot snagged a rough section of rock, the stone slicing through her heel.

    She gasped as blood splattered everywhere.

    Sampson ducked in fast, wrapped a hand around her elbow, and held her steady. He tilted his head down, using the sensors of his visor to detect her face, even in the darkness.

    Her features were contorted with pain as sweat dribbled down her temples.

    She brought up a hand and clutched her xanta pendant, her knuckles as white as snow.

    He opened his mouth to beg her to hold on.

    He stopped.

    Beyond, somewhere deep in the tunnels of this twisting stone maze, he heard footfall.

    Dread spilled through his chest, as cold as the depths of the ice moon that circled Zenith Prime.

    His grip tightened around her arm as his free hand darted toward his gun.

    Clarice wore lenses over her eyes to accommodate the dark. Her gaze flashed toward him as he pounced on his gun.

    “What—” she began.

    Sampson jerked his head once, begging her to stay silent without muttering a word.

    He pulled out his gun, the sensors of his armor picking up the sound of more hurried footfall coming their way.

    This was it. The other Royal Guards had obviously caught up with them.

    Somewhere in the pit of Sampson’s stomach, dread coiled. It told him one thing. He would not survive this.

    A memory of his family flashed before his eyes – his wife with her shining smile, his son with that streak of determination that told anyone he would take on the universe.

    Sampson let those memories warm him as he backed into Clarice. “Run,” he said through a deep, reverberating breath.

    “What? I won’t leave you,” she began.

    “You have no choice. Run. I have loaded the details of the transport into your personal computational device. Survive so that one day you can bring back the means to destroy the Royal family,” he said, his voice as strong as his tightening grip around his gun.

    There had once been a time when Sampson had lived to protect the Zenith family. He came from a long line of Royal Guards, and from the day he’d been born, he’d been brought up with the knowledge that he existed to serve.

    But slowly he had come to understand. The Zenith family were not worthy of protection. They had the Milky Way in a stranglehold, and they would never let go. Unless they were forced.

    Sampson brought his gun up higher, tracking the sound of footfall as it sprinted toward them. It sounded like the relentless beat of some great creature’s heart, as if the very stone tunnels around him had come to life.

    Clarice tried to push a hand forward and wrap it around his armored elbow – but he shrugged out of her grip. He jerked his head over his shoulder. “Run, dream shaman, and when you come back, destroy their stranglehold on the Kings forever.”

    A tear welled in her eye, trailed down her cheek, and splashed onto her elegant neck. She nodded once. Then the dream shaman turned on her bare, bloodied feet and ran into the dark.

    Sampson brought his gun up, closed his eyes, thought of his family, and started firing.

  
    Chapter 1

    Sierra

    20 years later…

    Sierra stared down at her sand-covered boots, grumbling as she reached the top flight of stairs. Clarice hated it when she tracked sand into the house. Which was pretty hard not to do considering where they lived.

    Turning over her shoulder, Sierra glanced back down the long winding path she had to take every day from the city to her home out in the cave-lands.

    If she tilted her head at just the right angle, pushed up onto her tiptoes, and held her breath, she could see a single spire of Cluster City a hundred kilometers away.

    She had to take a hoverbike whenever she wanted to head to the city, and it was parked at the base of this long, winding set of roughly carved stairs that led up to the house.

    Sierra lived alone with her adoptive mother and teacher, Clarice. Clarice, with her stunning eyes, her long, elegant features, her graceful hands, and her unique wisdom. There was never anything that seemed to faze her. Heck, last year when a massive Royal cruiser had crashed in the desert and the merchants and scavengers of Cluster City had gone wild picking apart its remains, Clarice had remained cool and calm. Rather than heading out to the broken vessel to sift through the smoldering ruins in the hope she could find some unique and useful technology to sell, she’d closed the doors and locked them.

    Sierra hadn’t been allowed out for two whole weeks until, predictably, a contingent of Royal cruisers had swept onto this barren world, plucked up the remains of the ship, and prosecuted anyone who’d been illegally scavenging from it.

    Sierra might not know much about the ways of this galaxy, but she could appreciate that of all the vying powers, the Zenith Royal Family were the greatest. They kept a stranglehold on their unique technology, their ships, even their people. And if one went down, they’d tear through the galaxy to find them.

    Sierra ran her hand over the front of her boots, trying to dislodge the sand.

    “Just take them off,” she muttered to herself as she pulled the two release-flaps at the front of the boots. They were meant to seal the shoes from sand and debris, not that they ever worked properly. Creep around too many caves and stagger down too many sand dunes out in the vast deserts, and they’d soon fill up with toe-grating grit.

    As she tugged firmly on the release-tabs, the seals disengaged, two little puffs of air escaping up her ankles. She shook her feet as she lithely pulled them out of her boots, not bothering to get down to her knee to steady her balance. She brushed her hand over her heel with two swift pats, then ran her fingers between her toes.

    Once it was done, Sierra smiled.

    She reached forward, settled a hand on the biometric panel next to the door, and waited for it to open.

    … When, a full 10 seconds later, there was no beep, she frowned.

    “Is this thing malfunctioning again?” she muttered to herself as she reached up to the panel, jimmied open the metal casing, and started messing around with the crystal filament-like wires within. In 30 seconds, she forced the manual release, and the door opened.

    She walked in, a grin spreading across her face.

    There’d been a time, not so long ago, when Sierra hadn’t had a thing to smile about.

    She’d never known her family. If she’d ever had one, they would have died in the crash that had marooned her on this planet. She’d been plucked from the smoldering remains of a vessel that had crashed into the mouth of one of the gaping caves that dotted this area. If it hadn’t been for a particularly kind-hearted scavenger, she would have been left to rot. Instead, she’d been taken to Cluster City. There, she’d been fortunate enough to be handed to an orphanage. But the orphanage had been raided a few short years later by mercs and berserker scavengers.

    At the age of seven, she’d been thrust out into the streets, deserts, and caves to survive.

    For a few years, she’d run errands for the merchants in town, tracking illegal goods from one side of the city to the next, using her much smaller form to run through the sand-ducts that ran like intersecting veins through the built-up city to miss any patrols.

    When she’d grown too large to cram her lithe body into those drains, she’d moved on to scavenging. With her savings, she’d managed to afford a hoverbike, and from there, she’d scouted out the eastern continent of this drab, never-ending desert world of Laroka Two.

    Only a few short thousand kilometers away from a major jump gate, this planet was in a Prime Crash Landing Zone. In the first few hundred years of gate technology, captains had often miscalculated their jumps, heading too fast into the huge gates dotted across key transport routes. The gates were the primary means of interstellar travel throughout the galaxy – left over from the ancient Time of Kings. Come in too hard to one of those gates, fail to accurately calculate your trajectory and program your navigational computer to stay exactly en route, and you will careen out of it like a rock slung from a sling. Your nav systems will burn up and your thrusters will become unresponsive. If you are lucky, you will just be jettisoned through space until you stop or your hull burns up like hair singeing in a fire.

    If you aren’t lucky and there’s a large world near a gate mouth – just like Laroka Two – you will slam into it with shield-shattering speed.

    There were an estimated 10,000 ships that had crashed on Laroka over the years, and just like that Royal cruiser from a year ago, though nav technology had improved since the bad old days of space travel, plenty of captains still made mistakes.

    None of that was the point. The point was that those years of scavenging the mindnumbing, endless deserts and caves of Laroka had seen Sierra through.

    Everything had changed when she turned 16. When she’d turned 16, she’d met Clarice.

    Clarice had recognized something in Sierra, and from there, had never left her side.

    So that’s why Sierra grinned as the door opened, atmosphere escaping around her in brilliant white clouds as the airlock disengaged.

    “I’m home. I managed to scavenge some generation 52 artillery communication modules from a ship that crashed 2000 kilometers west. I sold them—” she began.

    She stopped.

    The house wasn’t large. It didn’t need to be large. It needed two things – structural integrity to withstand the sudden and violent sandstorms that ripped through this region, and the bare minimum tech required to live.

    Most of the furniture had been scrounged, like everything else in Sierra’s life.

    From the flight seat she’d managed to grab from a luxury cruiser that was the pride of her collection, to gel mattresses, tables, and repurposed consoles that could play old footage from the various ship computers she’d found over the years.

    Now?

    “What’s going on?” Sierra spluttered as she thrust forward, her bare feet crunching over the loose scraps of metal scattered over the floor.

    The console on the far side of the room had blast holes in it. It was smoldering softly, smoke curling up and filling the room with a toxic, acrid scent.

    Sierra didn’t bother to bring up a hand and cram her sleeve over her mouth as she pushed forward. The jagged, heated chunks of metal littering the floor cut the soles of her feet, slicing through the flesh as easily as a laser through a cooked egg. “Clarice? Clarice?” Sierra bellowed. “Was there an accident? Did the console malfunction? Where are you?”

    She thrust into the kitchen, latching a hand around the metal doorway and pivoting in. Her bare feet scattered broken smart glass, a few crackles of electricity discharging and sinking over her skin, biting into her ankles and knees.

    Her eyes widened as she saw the kitchen.

    It looked as if it had been hit with a grenade.

    The window that once looked out above the main preparation unit onto the caves behind their house had been shattered inward.

    Just like the console in the lounge room, it was smoldering softly, the edges so superheated, they were still red.

    In Sierra’s head, the console in the lounge could have been an accident. Maybe some neural wires had been crossed – or maybe there’d been an old booby-trap that hadn’t been triggered until now.

    This?

    She thought she saw something through the gaping hole in the wall, out toward the enormous darkened cave that sat in the massive cliff face the house was built into.

    She shifted forward, white-knuckled hands gripping the edge of the bench as she pushed onto her cut toes, craning her neck—

    “Leave,” she heard a raspy voice splutter from down the corridor.

    Sierra pushed toward it, moving so quickly, she almost fell over. She skidded, turned, and accidentally shoved her foot down onto a chunk of glass.

    It slashed her heel, scattering blood everywhere.

    She clenched her teeth together and hissed through a wheeze but didn’t pause to mop up the blood or spare her injury.

    She thrust forward into the winding corridor that led to the bedrooms and storerooms of the house.

    There was blood – all the way through the corridor, up the walls, even on the ceiling. It covered the small computerized panels that sat alongside each door.

    Sierra had seen blood before. Of course she had. She’d grown up on a desert world where people scrounged and fought to live another day.

    She’d even killed before. Not because she’d wanted to – because she’d had to. Out in some of the richer finds dotted around the main caves, people fought to pick-over ships. There were gangs – groups who scoured the deserts, claiming finds and aggressively defending them or just killing other scavengers and taking their goods.

    So Sierra was no stranger to combat.

    Yet the sight of that blood splattered up the walls with its unique red-blue shimmer made her stomach twist and her heart fall through the floor.

    She knew that blood.

    It belonged to Clarice.

    Sierra had never known what race Clarice came from. She knew precious little about the woman’s past.

    The day they’d met, Sierra had rescued Clarice from two particularly disreputable mercenaries in town. She’d tended to Clarice’s injuries before that strange pendant around Clarice’s neck had reacted to Sierra.

    … The rest was a blur.

    The blood covering the floor in front of Sierra was not.

    Smoking chunks had been gouged out of the ceiling above her, and as she tilted her head up, she realized it was the handiwork of pulse gunfire.

    Sierra knew her way around guns just as well as she did around the desert.

    She opened her lips to scream Clarice’s name again. She stopped. She cast her gaze to the side, looking for a weapon.

    With her heart hammering in her chest, she ducked into an open room, found a length of metal, and clutched it in her sweaty grip. She inched forward.

    She could hear breathing; it was desperate and ragged. She could hear the gurgling sound of somebody trying to scream through a constricted, crushed throat.

    With every step, all Sierra wanted to do was rush to that sound, but something told her to stop. It was the same instinct that had been keeping her alive until today.

    Ever since the day she’d crash landed on this planet, she’d had… this presence in her mind. It came to her in moments of peril, saving her whenever she couldn’t save herself.

    That same instinct now pounded in her head, concentrating at the top of her spine and sending tingling sparks of painful fear rushing through her body.

    Just above the sound of ragged breathing was the creak of metallic joints.

    Sierra’s mind started to race.

    She tried to calculate what kind of force she could be up against.

    Pulse guns were rare. Only the most sophisticated scavenger groups in town had them. Though a lot of scavengers were single-entity outfits – as the only person you could be sure would never stab you in the back was yourself – certain groups still managed to technically work together.

    Through their combined efforts, they could find better weapons, tech, and armor.

    Sierra considered the metal pole she had in her hands. Her grip around it might’ve been as tight as a vice, but it would be nothing compared to a man in full armor.

    She needed to upgrade it, now.

    Just as she shifted a single step closer toward that sound, she saw the console sparking to her side. It was the weather input control panel for the house. It was always stuffing up, and if it weren’t for Sierra’s years of engineering practice, they would’ve had to replace it with a far more expensive unit years ago.

    Now Sierra thanked her lucky stars that she’d been too cheap to buy another one.

    Obviously the input panel had taken a glancing blow from a blast. Said blast had lodged into the wall several centimeters to its side, buckling the metal, sending fracture lines through the composite mercari steel.

    Not the point. The point was it had gouged a hole out of the side of the console, and inside, it had ruptured one of the power buffers.

    She paused. She pressed all of her attention into her hearing, quieting her breath, controlling the movements of her muscles so she didn’t make a sound.

    Keeping half of her attention for the panel and half for that rasping breath she heard further into the house, she leaned forward, grabbed the opposite side of the panel, and wrenched it off. Despite the fact it was a good 20 centimeters away from that blast hole in the wall, the metal was still blisteringly hot. She felt the tips of her fingers singeing as she clutched the metal. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she didn’t let the panel fall to the ground and clang. She placed it down carefully, despite the fact she blistered the skin down her fingers and across her thumb.

    She returned her attention to the console. It was sparking, little crackles of electricity dancing down the wall and grounding into the floor.

    Sierra took risks – you had to on a world like this.

    But what she wanted to do next was suicide. Did she have another option, though?

    Never relaxing her grip on that pole, with her other hand, she bent her fingers down
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